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      Preston heard his next chosen’s heart pounding in her chest. The jugular vein throbbed with each beat, and he could see the slight movement against her skin and grinned. Carla traced his neck with kisses; Preston’s fangs grew in length. Preston couldn’t contain his urge to feed on her, to feel the warm metallic-tasting liquid running down his throat and satisfying his thirst.

      One bite. She’d never remember it. Never know the truth of what he was. A small moan escaped her lips, as he trailed her jawline with tiny, teasing kisses. He pulled her closer, and she crushed her lips against his. The eagerness reminded Preston everything was going according to plan. She wanted him.

      Venom dripped off of his long, white fangs. Preston could smell her blood, feel her body trembling with desire. She straddled his lap, and he pulled her against his chest with such force he could snap her in two if he wasn’t careful. Her chest moved up and down against his; he ran his tongue over his fangs in anticipation of the bite. He leaned down close to her jugular vein and sank his canines deep into her supple flesh.

      Blood filled his mouth, and he drank eagerly. She pushed against him, screaming his name. Her brown hair cascaded over his face, tickling his nose as he drank. His grip tightened against her waist, ensuring she couldn’t escape his grasp. Warm blood ran down his throat, and his venom pumped into her veins. When he finished biting her, the venom would heal the snake-like bite and prevent her from remembering what happened. If he pulled away from her too quickly, she would scream, alerting others to what he was doing, and if he didn’t finish the bite, she would still have marks on her. Within seconds, she stopped fighting him and pushed her body even closer. The venom had taken effect, and all she felt was great pleasure, much like himself.

      Although he wanted to keep drinking, Preston had to stop. He pulled away, licking her wound clean. He picked her up with ease, laid her down on the bed, and left her dorm room, knowing soon, she would be his forever.
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      Myka turned her focus back to complex numbers from her doodling in her notebook so that she wouldn’t fail Algebra II. Math was already the bane of her existence, and she didn’t want to be a high school junior again. However, she’d much rather be drawing in her old, worn-out sketchbook while sitting in the woods behind her house than listening to Mr. Sheffield discuss what on earth X was.

      It was April and around eighty degrees outside and humid as only Mississippi could be in the near summertime. The air conditioner unit in the window worked as hard as it could, sputtering and wheezing, yet, the air in the classroom was still as stuffy inside as it was out.

      But she was suffocating. She needed out of this class, to run outside, feel the damp ground between her toes, hear the crunch of the leaves beneath her feet. This classroom was oppressive.

      Then, a quick knock sounded on the open classroom door, and every head turned to see who it was. Rachel, the freshman who worked in the front office for class credit, said, “Sorry to interrupt, Mr. Sheffield, but Principal Adams needs to see Myka Williams.”

      “Right now?” Mr. Sheffield asked.

      Myka’s stomach knotted up at the thought, and she immediately wondered what was wrong.

      “Yes,” Rachel replied, staring at Mr. Sheffield indifferently. Myka looked at Mr. Sheffield who simply nodded. She stood, and just as she was about to walk out, Rachel smirked and said, “You might want to bring your things.”

      Myka’s classmates snickered. It frustrated her that this preppy little basketball player was looking at her like she’d committed a crime. All Myka could think of that might be the reason was that she was caught doodling too many times during class. Although, it seemed unlikely since none of her teachers had said anything to her about it being a problem. There was nothing else she could think of. She pretty much kept to herself.

      She gathered her worn-out messenger bag covered in marker doodles that held her charcoal pencils and markers for drawing, her math book, and sketchbook, and walked out of the class- room. Rachel had already gone on ahead, leaving Myka to walk alone. Her Converse sneakers squeaked on the white tiles of the hallway, and teachers’ voices drifted from various rooms around her.

      She stepped outside, and she could hardly breathe in the thick, humid air. The darkening sky foretold of a possible rain- storm. She quickened her pace toward the main building where the principal’s office and school counselors were situated. The secretary, Mrs. Childress, sat behind the large desk talking on the phone to someone about a candy bar delivery. Mrs. Childress had never been cruel to Myka, but she’d never been kind either. When she saw her, all she did was motion for her to continue through the doorway just beyond her desk. Myka walked down the small hallway, past a few more offices, and stopped when she arrived at the principal’s office door. It was open just a little, and the hushed voices of a few people inside reached her ear. Taking a deep breath, she knocked.

      “Come in,” Mr. Adams called.

      Myka took another deep breath then walked inside.

      “Ms. Williams, please have a seat,” Mr. Adams said, turning his gaze toward her and away from the strange men the whispers had belonged to.

      Myka’s stomach fluttered as she took a seat across the oak desk of her principal, who wore a white dress shirt and black slacks. His dark hair was combed to the right, and dark circles underlined his tired, brown eyes. He leaned back in his chair and clasped his hands on his rotund stomach, the back of the chair nearly touching the bookshelf behind him filled with large binders and school books. His computer hummed softly along with the air conditioner that actually worked. It blew out ice-cold air against Myka’s skin, bringing an unnatural chill to her core.

      Two strangers stood beside the window. The older gentle- man, who looked to be around forty, stood with his arms crossed over his lean chest, assessing Myka with an eager look in his eyes. He wore a three-piece, charcoal pinstriped suit and a hunter-green bowtie; she wondered why someone would wear a three-piece suit in the middle of a public school. Not one of the jet-black hairs on his head lay out of place. His well-chiseled features were prominent against the paleness of his skin.

      Beside him stood a guy Myka guessed to be around seven- teen since he looked about her age. His white button-down shirt was wrinkled, and the sleeves were rolled to his elbow. Myka noticed his well-defined muscles underneath the thin, white cotton. A hunter-green tie hung loosely around his neck, and he slouched against the wall conveying an “I don’t want to be here” air. His dirty blond hair—which was a nice contrast with his tan skin—hung in his eyes. He tossed his head to the side, flinging the locks from obstructing his vision. His bright, green eyes stared into her soul, and the breath caught in her chest, refusing to escape. She couldn’t help but imagine herself running her fingers through his hair and kissing his plump lips. Why would she think that? He was hot, sure, but come on…

      Myka forced herself to look away when Mr. Adams said her name.

      “These gentlemen are from Knight’s Academy in Crescent Hill, Tennessee. This is Headmaster Marcus Knight and one of the students, Milo Farrah,” Mr. Adams continued.

      Headmaster Knight’s lips curled into a charismatic smile, but Milo didn’t glance her way again, much to her disappointment.

      “It’s nice to meet you both,” she said.

      “Oh, the pleasure is all mine, Ms. Williams,” Headmaster Knight said with a southern accent as thick as honey. He could’ve walked straight out of Gone with the Wind, the classic film dear to almost every Southerner’s heart. His voice was deep and sultry, reminding her of Rhett Butler’s.

      She was curious as to why they were there and specifically why they wanted to talk with her. She hadn’t applied to any schools or for any scholarships, nor had she applied for summer courses anywhere.

      “Ms. Williams,” Headmaster Knight continued, “I’m sure you’re wondering why we have asked to meet with you.”

      Myka fidgeted with a tear in her jeans. Mr. Adams watched, and his lips tensed. Myka chanced another glance at Milo to see that he wasn’t looking at her; instead, he stared out the window with a blank expression. She couldn’t help but wonder why he was even there. He certainly wasn’t putting off a good vibe for the school.

      “Ms. Williams, your principal has been enlightening us on your enthusiasm for art,” Headmaster Knight said. Myka looked back in his direction. “What would you say if I could get you into any college of your choice?”

      “I’d say sign me up.” She looked at him, intrigued, hoping she didn’t look like a puppy jumping at a dangling bone.

      He laughed. “I’m prepared to offer you that opportunity now.”

      “How?” she asked, her eyebrows pinching together. She bounced her leg, causing the chair to squeak.

      “By offering you a full scholarship to our school.”

      “I don’t understand. Why you would offer me a scholar- ship?” Myka asked, leaning forward in her seat.

      Milo looked at her then, a hint of a smile playing on his lips.

      What was that about?

      “We make a point of searching for students with excellent grades and amazing skills who stand out in the crowd, so to speak.” The way he said skills made her realize it wasn’t her grades that had gotten her this opportunity.

      Although Myka had never heard of the school before, she knew private schools were usually good. And with her average grades, opportunities like this didn’t normally appear out of nowhere.

      “How’s your art program?” she asked, certainly considering this awesome opportunity.

      “Marvelous,” he said, smiling proudly. “And I’m sure you’ll agree.”

      Admittedly, it had her interested. She wanted to attend a school with a great art program. Even one more class than what she had now would be better. She was ready to leave. Being a social outcast, she had never made many friends. Myka felt different than them, so maybe a fresh start somewhere else was exactly what she needed.

      “You don’t have to make your decision right away. You can tour our campus, read up on us, and Milo would be more than willing to talk to you about what we have to offer.” He indicated to the young man, and yet Milo didn’t acknowledge her directly. In fact, he had gone back to staring out of the window.

      “Myka, why don’t you and Milo walk around the campus and talk for a bit. I’m sure you have a lot of questions, and who better to ask than a current student at the academy?” Mr. Adams suggested.

      Milo finally looked at her with his dark green eyes, and Myka wondered what went through his mind.

      “I’d love to talk to you,” he finally said, his accent as rich as the other man’s. A warm smile graced his lips, revealing his bright, white teeth.

      “Good, good,” Mr. Adams said. “Here’s a hall pass for you, Myka.”

      He handed her a handwritten note, and she slipped it into the pocket of her jeans. She stood and was about to grab her messenger bag and sketchbook when Mr. Adams said, “Don’t worry about your things. You can come back for them later.”

      She nodded and whispered, “Thanks.”

      Milo stood at the door, holding it open for her. She slid past him and into the hallway. His breathing echoed softly behind her, and his footsteps were light. Mrs. Childress watched Milo intently from behind her desk as they passed.

      Once they made it into the hallway, Myka wasn’t sure where to go, so she stopped.

      “Where to now?” Milo asked.

      “I don’t know. Where do you wanna go?” Wow. She was so lame. No wonder she didn’t have friends.

      Without answering, he turned left and walked outside. She stood there for a moment before following him. He stopped to lean against one of the concrete columns designed to give the administration building a grand feeling. Dark clouds drifted across a gray sky, and the green leaves on the small tree across the street swayed in the wind. A rumble of thunder rolled in the distance. Myka gathered her chestnut curls and threw them over her shoulder. The wind blew through Milo’s hair, and for a minute, she couldn’t think of anything but him, about sketching him.

      Milo’s voice distracted her from her thoughts. “So, what do you wanna know?”

      “How’s the school?”

      He scoffed. “It’s a school.”

      “Yeah. But are the academics good?” “They are.”

      “Do you not like it?”

      His body stiffened. “It’s fine.”

      She looked at him, but he turned his head—not making eye contact. He was hiding something, and she wondered what it could be.
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      Barry Williams, Myka’s adopted father, pulled into a line behind a few cars, waiting at the security gate that led into Knight’s Academy. Myka strained her neck around her adopted mother, Jilly, to see the imposing school. It was still as terrifying now, in August, as it was two months ago when she came for a visit.

      A thick concrete wall, covered in dark green ivy, surrounded the campus. The black wrought iron gates were open since new students were moving in, but the guards still did security checks.

      “Student’s name?” the security guard asked, looking at each of them in the car.

      “Myka Williams,” Barry said.

      Jilly turned to face Myka. She gave her a grin, but Myka knew she wasn’t happy. She’d been fussing about her leaving since Myka made the decision to come to Knight’s Academy.

      “ID.”

      Barry grunted and pulled his wallet from his back pocket. He showed the guard his license, and after one more glance at each of them, the guard told him to drive inside.

      The clock tower, situated on the main academic building in the center of the campus chimed loudly at the turn of the hour, marking her new life’s journey. It was now ten in the morning, and Myka and her parents had been on the road for eight hours. As ready as Myka was to stretch her legs, her stomach turned flips at the thought of being at a new school and eight hours away from the only family she’d ever known. Was this what she wanted? It was too late to turn back if it wasn’t.

      Barry drove along the main driveway that circled the school. It was a relatively small campus compared to what she had initially envisioned but still daunting in ways. All of the buildings were made of dark gray stone, towering over everything and everyone. The academy was a couple of hundred years old, or so they had said during her tour this past summer.

      A group of students surrounded a fountain, lying lazily around on stone benches nearby. She watched them closely, wondering if things would be different for her here. Barry turned onto the small drive leading to the parking lot next to the side entrance of the girls’ dormitory. He parked the Expedition as close as possible to the door and turned off the engine. As the air grew intolerably hot in the vehicle, Myka stared at the aged stone building with a shingled roof. Sunlight danced off the windows, and the doors were open, inviting the new students inside.

      She took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. She couldn’t believe she was leaving her old life behind. Myka hesitantly stepped out of the Expedition with Barry and Jilly in tow. The two of them stood in front of the SUV holding hands, staring at the place that would be their daughter’s home for an entire school year.

      “Where’s your room?” Barry asked, disrupting her thoughts.

      “4C,” Myka replied as she grabbed a box out of the back and walked toward the door.

      The scent of cinnamon assaulted her, along with loud chatter and stares as she walked inside. The nerves in the pit of her stomach increased, causing her to feel nauseated. Sweat graced her brow, and she wasn’t sure if it was the heat or nerves causing the sudden onset.

      A woman in her mid-forties, dressed in a long, black broom- stick skirt and white shirt stopped them as soon as they walked inside the building. Her salt and pepper hair was pulled back into a tight bun, and her dark blue eyes watched Myka intently. Myka’s stomach turned flips as she continued to stare.

      Finally, in a cheery voice, she said, “Welcome. I’m Carolyn Peters, the dorm mom.”

      A warm smile came over Carolyn’s face.

      “Nice to meet you, Carolyn,” Jilly said. “I’m Jilly Williams.

      This is my husband, Barry.”

      “Pleased to meet you.” Ms. Peters directed her gaze once again to Myka. “What’s your name?”

      “Myka Williams.”

      “4C, am I right?” she asked.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Just head up the elevator and to the fourth floor.” Ms. Peters pointed to the left of them.

      “Thank you,” Barry said as they walked in the direction she indicated.

      Inside the elevator, Barry pushed the level four button on the wall of numbers. When the doors slid shut, Myka silently wished they had climbed the stairs as her stomach lurched with the elevator’s ascent, and her breathing grew shallow.

      As soon as the doors opened, Myka hurried into the hallway, closing her eyes for a moment, a touch of claustrophobia getting the best of her.

      Jilly came up behind her and said, “Sorry, honey. It’s the easiest way to get the boxes up here.”

      “I know,” Myka said, moving on. She didn’t like talking about her claustrophobia. It was just one more thing that added to her awkwardness.

      Loud music drifted through the hallway along with the sound of various girls’ excited chatter. Others carried boxes to their rooms, as well.

      Myka was fully aware of the eyes on her, and she walked past them, trying to ignore the whispers. Finding room 4C, she turned the doorknob and walked inside. After setting down the box she carried, Myka flipped on the lights. The room was bare except for two twin beds, a night table beside each, and two desks lined the wall beside the door. It looked nothing like what she had imagined. Until she decorated the walls, it wouldn’t feel like home. She wasn’t even sure it would then.

      Jilly sat a box down beside Myka’s and walked to the blinds, opening them and taking in the room with a quick glance.

      “It’s cozy,” she remarked stiffly.

      “It’s great,” Myka replied. This was the beginning of a new life, she thought almost convincingly. She was nervous, but who wouldn’t be?

      “Come on,” Barry said. “We’ve got more boxes to carry in.”

      Barry probably didn’t want to see her and Jilly arguing like they had for the past few months. Understandably, Jilly hadn’t been happy about Myka accepting the scholarship, but Myka had wanted this. An incredible opportunity had basically fallen into her lap, and she had to accept it or else she would regret it for the rest of her life.

      After a while, they had everything unpacked from the Expedition and were standing awkwardly in the room.

      “I’m going to miss you, honey,” Jilly said, pulling Myka close and hugging her a little too tightly.

      “I’ll miss you too.”

      “Will you call me every day?” Jilly wiped away a tear rolling down her cheek.

      “I’ll do my best.” Myka offered her the best smile she could, hoping to assure Jilly she was speaking the truth. Although, she was worried talking to her every day would just make her home-sick in the end.

      Barry crossed his arms over his chest and watched them. She couldn’t tell what he was thinking when he pushed his wild, dark brown hair aside. He looked away when he noticed Myka staring in his direction. She thought she saw the glistening of tears in his eyes, but she could be wrong. Myka never expected a tearful goodbye from him. He was always distant with her. He had been ever since she could remember.

      She’d always been with Barry and Jilly. They had adopted her when she was a baby, but when she was ten, Myka had over- heard them talking about how she should never know who her real parents were. Ever since then, she’d taken to calling them by their real names, dropping the “Mom” and “Dad” altogether. At first, it was an act of defiance, but soon, it became a habit. Calling them Mom and Dad now would just be strange.

      Jilly had done all she could to make up with her, but there was a piece of Myka missing now that she knew Barry and Jilly weren’t her real parents. She’d asked them what had happened, and after a shared glance between the two, Myka knew she would never know the truth. Part of her wanted to know about her parentage, but then again, she wasn’t sure it would help. Eventually, she had come to terms with her life. She didn’t want it to change, but something had come between them. Barry had grown quiet and distant, and Jilly? She’d pushed to become Myka’s best friend. No matter what, though, she loved them so much it hurt.

      Jilly sniffed, and Myka looked back at her. Her eyes were rimmed with red from crying, accentuating the green. Her blond hair was mussed from traveling and carrying in boxes, but she still looked absolutely beautiful.

      “I’ll be okay, Jill,” Myka said, hating to see her cry. “I know, sweetie. I just hate to see you go.”

      Jilly let go of Myka and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, smearing her mascara.

      “We should probably go,” Barry said, his voice tense.

      “All right, sweetie,” she said, “I’ll call you when we get home.”

      “Be careful,” Myka said.

      “We will, and if you change your mind—” Jilly began.

      “I’ll let you know,” Myka said before Jilly tried to talk her out of staying.

      Barry said, “Be safe, Myka. If you need me⁠—”

      He choked on the words, and Myka nodded. Tears stung the corners of her eyes as she fought them back.

      “Love you,” Myka said.

      “We love you too,” Jilly answered, taking Barry’s hand. With a weak smile, they walked out the door, shutting it behind them.

      As soon as the door closed, Myka knew her entire life would be different from now on, and she wasn’t sure if she wanted it to be.

      Distracting herself from the tears that threatened to escape, Myka made the bed she preferred with the green and brown sheets and comforter she pulled out of one of her boxes and hoped her roommate wouldn’t mind. Afterward, she began the task of unpacking her belongings and decorating the walls with her drawings and paintings.

      An hour later, there was a knock on the door followed by, “Ms. Williams.” It was Ms. Peters.

      Myka walked to the door and opened it.

      “Hi, Ms. Peters,” she said, confused at why the dorm mom might be at her door. Ms. Peters held a stack of uniforms in her hand.

      “Hello. Might I come in?” Ms. Peters offered her a warm smile, but there was something strange and intimidating about it.

      “Of course.” Myka stepped aside. Her cheeks flushed at the thought of not inviting her in immediately and forgetting her manners.

      Ms. Peters brought the scent of cinnamon with her, and Myka wondered if it was her perfume. She closed the door and turned around to see Ms. Peters standing beside her bed.

      “I see you’ve managed to go ahead and settle in.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” Myka was confused, hoping it was all right to go ahead and find a bed.

      She turned to face Myka, a warm smile on her face. “Good. Here are your uniforms.”

      Myka took the uniforms—five plaid green and black skirts and five white button shirts—from Ms. Peters and thanked her.

      Ms. Peters continued, “Well, we have a few rules around here, Ms. Williams.”

      Myka nodded.

      “We have a nine o’clock curfew. No boys are allowed in the rooms under any circumstances. You can meet with them in the foyer out front, but they have to be gone by nine. The washers and dryers are in the basement and accessible at any hour.” She paused for a brief moment then said, “We’re glad you’re here, Ms. Williams. If you need anything, you can come see me at any time. My office and room are on the first floor. Nameplate’s on the wall.”

      “Thank you,” Myka said, flustered. “Do you have any questions?”

      “I don’t think so.”

      With a nod, Ms. Peters walked out of the room.

      Myka lay on the bed and wondered what to do next. She could go meet some of the other girls in her dorm, but she wasn’t exactly feeling sociable. Instead, she turned on her phone and listened to the rock station on Pandora. Soon afterward, someone walked into their room, startling her.

      Myka bolted up to see a red-headed girl, who looked to be seventeen like herself, covered in freckles and carrying a duffle bag and a handful of coat hangers, walk into the room. She was followed by two others, an older woman with short, red hair wearing a bright smile and a tween with obviously dyed jet-black hair and pale skin. They carried boxes in, as well.

      Myka turned off her music and stood, pulling her earbuds out of her ears.

      “Do you need any help?” she offered.

      “We got it,” the red-headed girl answered, setting the bag and hangers on the bed and facing Myka. “I’m Olivia.”

      Her blue eyes were full of excitement. “Myka.”

      “Nice to meet you. This is my mom and sister.”

      Myka mumbled a hello and to Olivia, said, “I hope you don’t mind that I went ahead and chose this bed.”

      “It’s fine,” she replied, rather cheerily,” I don’t care where I sleep.”

      The three walked back out of the room, and Myka called after them, “You sure you don’t want me to help?”

      “We got it,” Olivia said in a sing-song voice.

      Myka sat on the edge of her bed and stared at the worn wooden floors.

      Olivia and her family brought in storage containers, decorations, and more, while Myka sat uncomfortably. When they finished unpacking, Myka wanted to give them some privacy, so she grabbed her messenger bag filled with her sketchbook, markers, pencils, and other art supplies and slipped out of the room. She wandered through the hallways, looking for a quiet place.

      She passed a couple of girls chatting, mumbled hello, and when they didn’t respond, she continued to the stairs. She hurried out into the foyer where a few girls sat around talking to one another or were on their cell phones. A hushed silence fell over them as they stared at her. Myka tucked a curl behind her ear, ducked her head, and walked outside.

      Now that Myka was without Barry and Jilly, the campus seemed far more formidable. For as long as she could remember, she wanted to get away from home and the questions of who she was and why her parents had given her away. She stared at the campus and knew she wouldn’t find any answers here either. What had she been thinking?

      The campus was abuzz with students, teachers, and parents. Myka continued her search for a quiet place to sit and think, much like she used to do when she was at home and needed a moment to clear her mind. She maneuvered around students and parents carrying suitcases, bathroom caddies, and bedding in search of a sanctuary.

      She walked between the cafeteria and academic building, ending up on a plush lawn dotted with Bradford pear trees that would be beautiful come fall when their leaves changed to vibrant oranges and reds or in the spring when they blossomed white. Stone benches and tables offered places to sit, study, or relax. The Smoky Mountains of Tennessee, covered in pines and oaks, rose in the distance. The concrete wall surrounding the school marked the end of the lawn, and behind the wall was a thickly wooded area.

      Myka took a seat on the grass and began to draw. She stared at her surroundings, taking them all in, when she noticed something strange above the trees. It was almost like a tower, but she couldn’t be too sure. Maybe it was a silo. She knew it wasn’t a tree because it glistened in the sunlight. The tower wasn’t too far from the campus, but far enough she couldn’t tell if belonged to Knight’s Academy or not.

      Taking a deep breath, she removed her sketchpad and pencils from her bag. As she drew, she saw nothing but the scene ahead of her: all of the colors, how the wind made the leaves shimmer, and the way the sun outlined the mountains. She was only vaguely aware of the sounds around her. The wind tossed her hair about, but she moved it aside mechanically.

      It was afternoon when Myka finished the drawing and looked at her phone to see if she’d missed a call or text. She set both aside and rolled her neck and shoulders, stretching her tense muscles. She stood, then continued to stretch. Finally, Myka looked at her drawing, wishing it would’ve been in color. It could use some more work, but at least she had the basic image.

      She packed her bag and walked back toward the dorm, hoping Olivia was alone now. A shadow moved along the wall, surprising her. She turned to see Milo, who she hadn’t seen since April. He moved his dirty blond hair out of his eyes and stared back at her. He put his finger to his lips, jumped, and pulled himself up on top of the wall with his well-defined arms. With one last glance toward her, he disappeared from her sight.

      Part of her wanted to follow him, to see what was on the other side, but she stopped herself. She didn’t want to get in trouble her first day of being at Knight’s Academy, but some- thing inside of her told her to follow him. With one long, fleeting look at the woods behind the wall, Myka walked back toward her dorm room.
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      Myka sat up in bed, stretching her tight muscles. She had been dreaming about Milo.

      “Good mornin’,” Olivia sang.

      Myka looked in her direction. She’d already dressed in their required uniform and slipped on her black Mary Janes. She’d pulled her red hair back into a ponytail and was at her desk touching up the mascara on her eyelashes.

      “Good mornin’,” Myka answered, a yawn escaping her lips.

      “Breakfast is in a few minutes if you want to walk down together.”

      Myka crawled out of bed, grabbed her uniform from the closet, and walked to the bathroom. Since she showered the night before, it didn’t take long to change her clothes and get ready. She was glad that her button shirt hid the odd birthmark on her shoulder. At least she wouldn’t have to worry about it showing throughout school and people telling her how weird it looked.

      And it was weird. It was around two inches long in the shape of a dog or some four-legged beast with what looked like a crown on its head, so she tried her best to keep it covered.

      She flattened out her wild and frizzy curls the best she could and brushed her teeth. Back in the room, she tossed her pajamas onto the bed and applied her makeup. While she was doing her makeup, she couldn’t stop thinking about Milo.

      She yawned again and wished the school served coffee with their breakfast, or at least she and Olivia had a coffeemaker.

      “You okay?” Olivia asked.

      “Yeah. A little sleepy. And nervous,” Myka added with a small laugh.

      “So am I.” Olivia’s lips curled up gingerly.

      It was hard to believe Olivia could be nervous about anything, given her cheerful demeanor, but this was a huge step for both of them.

      “I’m glad we’re here, though,” Olivia said. “I’ve never left Alabama.” She laughed.

      “I’ve never left Mississippi,” Myka said. “That’s why I decided to come here. I needed a change.”

      “And it’s a good opportunity, an exciting one.” Olivia turned to smile at Myka.

      “It really is.”

      “So, you never told me about your family,” Olivia said.

      “Well, it’s just me and my parents. I was adopted.”

      “That’s cool. Do you know your real parents?”

      “Nope. Never looked for them.”

      “Did you want to?”

      “At some point, but then I figured that it didn’t matter. They gave me up.”

      Olivia gave her a pity smile, and that was why Myka didn’t like telling anyone she was adopted. They acted like it was an awful thing, but it wasn’t. Myka loved Barry and Jilly so much it hurt.

      “How about you?” Myka asked, changing the subject.

      “Oh, it’s just me, my mom, and Jaz. That’s my little sister. My dad left us for another family when I was six. Jaz doesn’t even remember him.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Hey. It is what it
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